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to us all.

So much of the news
is about what's
happening in the
moment. But after a
major event, people
pick up the picces,
and life goes on. In
this new series, The
Straits Times talks to
the everyday heroes
who have reinvented
themselves, turned
their lives around, and
serve as an inspiration

A lawyer and proud dad after struggle with drugs

SCAN TO WATCH

The key

mamants of
Danren Tan's life
hitps:istrsg/vid-aftar2s

| Chang Ai-Lien

Associate News Editor

i He taught himsell English - a lan-
ptiage The haad forgotien - then beat
his drug habir and stepped oat of
£ prison and straigl inge low school.

Ihe impressive turnaround has
i won him many accolades, bt Mr
Darren Tan, mow a full-fedged low-
dng chineetor
at ground-breaking Brm [nvictus
i Law Corporation, most values so-
mething else altogether,

"My biggest achisvement was

getting married and starting a fam-
iby. | mever thought 1 deserved to
we my own family, atter causing
so much heartache, disappoint-
ment, and trouble o my parents,”
said,
The Straits Times firss inter
£ viewed Mr Tan In 2013 as he was
working his way through law school
at the Mational University of Singa-
pore. ST cawgzht up with him again
recenthy for this series,

; THE LONG ROAD TO SUCCESS

+ Speaking from his Havelock Road
: office, the clean-cut 46-year-old is
¢ afar cry from the aggresshve youth
who joined a gang o age B and
spent his days fighting, extorting
maoney and peddling drogs.
A a child, Mr Tan did well in the
SLE, scoring three As and an A%,
Bug the latch-key kid, whose fa-
ther worked in o coffee shop and
© maother at a frubtstall, was often left
w his own devices at home, His
ends were in neighbourhood
i gangs, and he spent a lot of time
i roaming the streets.
i What began as a dalliance with
marifuana when be was in second-
ary school evolve o a full-blown
addiction 1 crystal methampheta-
mine or “loe”,

At age |, he was smaking mari-

juana, sniffing ghic and taking
sleeping pills to get high,

He also sold pirated VDS, col-
Jected protection money and was
involved In flegal pambling and
drug trafficking, often spending
o stretchus ot going lone,

By the time be turned 15, he was
sent to the Reformative Training
Centre for two years for armed rob-
bery and drug consumption.

The strict regime did not make a
dent, After e was released, Tae
went back to trafficking drugs.
Eleven months later, be wasback in
| for trafficking and taking drugs.
This time, be was given an eighe
yoar senienoee.

Just six months after his release.
T was caught again and sent back
to prison for another five years for

ssing and taking drugs.

the bite of the newly amended Mis-
use of Drugs Act, which hands out
long prison sentences to recalei-
trant users of synthetic drugs. The
amendment was barcly one month
old

On top of that, MrTan feceived B
strokes of the cane i toal for drug
and gang-related offences, and was
put in solitary confinement multi-
ple times, ncluding for two months
ance for fghring with another in-
mate.

On the outside, he seemed be-
yond reach. Hisinner self, however.
was in turmall

Every time he was locked up, so-
meone dear to him died, inclyding
his beloved grandmother. But when
things seermed darkest, he reached
an inflection polnt.

Adane in his cell and confronted
with a life devoid of meaning or ac-
complishments, he saw things
mare clearly at At his lowest
point, he found God, and decided to
make something of himself

“Yiour can't lose hope when you hit
rock bottom, otherwise you will
mever pet back up” he said. Yoo

have to keep the faith and tell your-
self, you just have to be better today
than yesterday”

Filled with a sense of purpose and
the desine i give hack, he retumed
e his studies with 2 vengeanee, re-
learting the English he had forgot-
ten from years of speaking only
Hokkien ansd Malay 1o fellow in-
mates,

To et up w spesd, hie ead the
newspapers intensively and kept a
dictionary and grammar book by
hii

He aced the A levels. scoring four
Asand a B inchiding Al for General
Paper.

He applicd to kaw schoal in 2009
and was interviewed in fail by two
law professers, who said he demon
strated character, perseverance and
ent, as well a5 maturity,
and homesty,

Mr Tan became the first student
with such a bong eriminal past o be
admitted to law school at NUS,

INNER STRENGTH

But his path comtinued o be
rocky at times.

Fresh out of jall at
straight into NUS, he
anif self-conscious.

He was older than his peers,
diessed aied Tooked different, had
no laptop or textbooks, was a new-
eomer b e-mail and relied on pen
and paper.

Instead of secialising with his
eourse mates, he would sit alone in
the Rutanie Gardens besice the
sehool during breaks.

Recalling one occashm when he
dhid not ko the location of a class
had been changed = as e did nog
have ready access to e-mail and na
Triends 1o call - he paniched an the
sight of the empty classroom and
began running up every floor fo
seatch for the class.

Aong the way, the sale of his five-
vear-old sncaker camie loose, but he
continued searching, dragging the
Napping sole along.

e 31 and
It awlowarnd

You can't lose hope when you hit rock bottom,
otherwise you will never get back up. You have
to keep the faith and tell yourself, you just have
to be better today than yesterday.

b D

MR DARREN TAN

SINGLE-MINDED

| saw that he was very positive after going
through everything, and determined to change.
It took a lot of courage to do what he did.

b b

MRS ELAINE TAN, M+ Darren Tars wife,

Mr Darron Tan tries 10 have dinney
with hils tamily swery night. apending
time with his two young daughters,
before he goes back to work till about
micinighvt, 5T PHOTO CHANG A-LIEN

“1Fedn 1w very sell-conscious o
begin with, and at that mement |
helieved that everyome's syes wene
an me, | wished the ground would
st open up and swillow me”

But in time, he made friends,
some of them lifelong.

In 2004, he was called 1o the Bar,
an oceasion that brought mmes:
satisfaction because of the nay
sayersalong the way, His prowd par-
ents, who attended the event, could
not stop smiling.

“Things that arc worth pursuing
are often difficul,” he said, “Bur the
surest way toget there is one step at
a rime,

“You must keep the faich, and
have hope. IF you lose hope, you're
done”
He was accepted as a trainee L.
yer at TSMP Law Corporistion,
where he stayed for five years be-
fore moving on to lmdcus,

His  monumental achievement
did mot go unnoticed by others. Bri-
tain's Prince Edward, for one, Invit-
ed him o London to speak about
the Natlonal Youth Achlewement
Awards he recefved while in prison,

He also received a JCI Ten Out-
standing Young Persons of the
Waorld {TOYF) award In his catego-
ry. [C1 s a non-prefit organisation
of young people who want to have
an impact on thelr communities.

Mr Tan was not satislied merely
with accepeing the accolades,

Keenly aware of his mission to
support marginalised groups, in-
cludimg former offenders, under-
privileged children and  forcign
workers, he co-founded Beacon of
Life Academy, an organisation to
hefp at-risk youth, in 2003,

He has alsn served on the board
of Tasek Academy and Sacial Ser-
vices, a charlty with Inssiouthon of a
Pubkic Character status supporting
marginalised groups such as former
inmates and those from disadvan-
taged backgrounds, since its incep-
tan in H0M.

Since 20085, he has beena member
of the CSK Sub-Commiitee of the
Singapore Academy of Law, which
alms to raise awareness and funds
far the ' i
‘Training

Restart

Assistanee (o
[Star} bursary. This provides finan-

cial assistance to needy ex-offen
dhers wishing to pursue tertiary edu
cation or training after their re
Tease. Mr Tan hinsell was a reci-
pient of the bursary at law school.

He his been active in the working
group to organise the Cf% Cup, an
annual futsal event which raises
funds in the begal community for
the bursary as well as a volunteer
altercare programme. In 2024, he
Belped invite former national foot-
baller Fandi Ahmad to play in the
opening exhibition match,

He was appointed a member of
the Yellow Ribbon Singapore Reha-
bilitation Commitvee and a mem-
ber of the il Committee on
Preventing Offending and Re-Df:
fending, overseeing national efforts
to prevent recidivism and enhance
rehabilitarion.

And though his b
cases come from ¢
clal litigation, he spends about 10
per cent of his time on pro bong
CA3ES,

Like the one he worked on with
non-profic Transient  Workers
Count Too (TWCI) o get six
manths’ worth of back pay to a
9. il di hioes em-

and these are the most memorable,”
he said.
Hut the spectre of Balling back in-

tr his old ways is never Rar away, "A
drug addict can never forget that
b i wien mysell, its a

b D andimitt e,
Still, a watershed moment hap-
pened when he was in his second
year at law school, and met up with
an okl buddy.

“He was taking lce right in frong

e, andd we used to do it ogetler,

Secing him de that should have
been the ultimate trigger.

Bt | ha no urge, and even hat-
el drugs for destroying my friends
hat was when | knew drugs no
et had i held on me.

“There are more  important
things in my life now”

His fricnd ended up back in pris
on

FIRM, FRIENDS, FAMILY AND FAITH

Irvictus: is almost an extension of
his family.

His wite, Elaine, 36, s the general
manager at the firm,

His partner, the firm's managing
director Josephus Tan - himself a
reformed definguent turmed Lawyer

lives in the same condominium.
Bath men and chelr colleagues go
jogging together weekly, as well as
on holidays overseas with their
families each wyear, venturing to
places such as Japan, South Kored
and China, the UK and Greece,

“In a very cut-throat Industry
where everyone is trying to make
maney, wit are more like a Bamik”
sabd Mr Josephus Tan, 45.

“Darren is one of the very rare
few that 1 would consider a close

¥ 3
plover had sent her back o Ching
without the money he owed her.
The money was wired to her, and
the overjoved woman wrate back 1o
thank the team for their effores.

"1 pick these cases very carcfully.

Friend. 1 would actually
listen to,”

Mrs Elaine Tan, speaking to ST
From the family's Keppel Bay apart-
ment, said she mer her husband
when he was representing her un-
cle for drsg offences.

Mr Darren Tan,
lawyer and
deputy managing
director ai
Irvictus Law
Corporatian, has
won accolades
for Beating his
drug habit and
turning his fife
around. Bul he
considers getting
married and
starting a family
as his biggest
achigvement,
STFHOTO:
DESHOND WEE

Chilgren in o
village in
Indonesia’s
Sauthwest Papua
region enjeying
somme of the toys
donated by Mr
Tan and

his family,

5T FHOTO
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"He was able to comverse in tradi-
tional Hokkien and was respectful,
makingg It very comfortahle for the
ebders to deal with him as none of
my uncles speak English,” she said.

"1 saw that he was very pi
alter going throgh everyt hir
determined to change.

“It took & bot of courage fo do what
e i, A bot of people told kim not
to waste his time this is thee part

year kater, they were m,
They are now the prowd parents
of two girls, Phoebe, who turns sev-

erything
1 him " she said, “Now s Family™

Mr Tan says the Family has
enoigh for all their needs, which
are simple to begin with,

“Lam comtented and grate ful.”

The spirit of giving is evident.

When the couple learnt that this
TEPOELCT was Visiting o rermote part
of Indonesia, they immediately
packed two large bags of tovs o
give to children there, which their
daughters helped to pick out from
i collection.

These days, Mr Tan tries to have
dinner with his iby isvery nighe,
spemding time with the girls before
he goes back o work till abour mid-
night.

On Sundays. he may take them o
the swimming pool or on walks
mearty Labradar Park,

The couple carve out a few hours
together each weekend to be [o-
pether, poing on movie dates or
having brunch mogether.

Sald Mr Tan: “Most people would

deseribe me as aworkaholic, bue al-
ted to work,
time is very imporant,
“In the past, | destroved a lot of
rs because of my drag traf-
ficking. Mow what matters to me
mast ks family, and fakth.”
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